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stairs. The streets were narrow, winding, dark, and thronged
with people, who overflowed from the houses into the road, while
refuse and garbage lay thick on the ground, for there were neither
sewers, latrines, nor any arrangements for sweeping the streets.
Life in the towns was dangerous. Most of the houses were built
of wood, and, since it took a long time to kindle a fire with flint
and steel, the embers were covered in with ashes for the night after
the ringing of the curfew - in French, couvre-feu, or 'cover fire' -
while illumination was by means of torches of resin, with nothing
to protect the flame. Hence fires were very frequent and, since
there were no pumps, often destroyed whole quarters of the town.
The overcrowding, dirt, and poverty made hygienic conditions
impossible, Epidemics were frequent and devastating. The records
refer to them as a rule by vague terms such as pestilentia. The
plague, which came from the East, inspired the greatest dread,
but it is doubtful whether it was the most frequent of them, and
it is possible that the outbreaks of mortality recorded in the docu-
ments were the result of influenza. Leprosy was so general that
it was necessary to found special hospitals for it and take measures
to segregate the lepers in them, Our information docs not, how-
ever, enable us to estimate either the death-rate or the average
duration of life.
Thus, though the material conditions of life were poor and
hard, an intense social life went on among these people who lived
constantly together, worked in public, and had ample leisure,
for inaction was forced upon them by the long nights, with no
means of illumination, and by the Sundays and obligatory feasts,
which totalled a hundred days in the year, They lived a great
deal in the streets, held frequent meetings, and had many oppor-
tunities for speech-making. Since their lives lay open to the eyes
of their neighbours, they felt themselves under observation at
every moment, while, on the other hand, their attention was
attracted by the troubles of their neighbours and the abuses of
authority. It was their occupation to observe the actions, words,
attitudes, and absurdities of others, and their amusement to
comment upon them, by which means they sharpened their
powers of observation and expression. Thus were formed the
mental habits and sentiments of the French urban populations,
who were great and fluent talkers, inclined to vanity, mocking

